I came across Asa Briggs' work as an undergraduate in Italy, when I picked up an already dog-eared, second-hand copy of Victorian Citiespublished, I noted, in the year I was born.
I
Asa Briggs' contribution to Victorian Studies was made available to the general public through the Pelican paperbacks series published by Penguin Books in 1968, and is part of a Victorian trilogy, as we all know, Francesca Carnevali died in May 2013. This chapter has been revised and extended from her conference paper by Jennifer Aston, her former PhD student, and with the permission of her husband, Paolo di Martino.
together with Victorian Things and Victorian People.
2 With Victorian Cities Briggs' aim was to 'concentrate on particular facets of their histories', to reveal and explain essential elements of Victorian society. Briggs saw Victorian society as 'sometimes restless, sometimes complacent, moving, often fumblingly and falteringly, towards greater democracy '. 3 You have to admire, if not the sentiment, the words, the beautiful words. In Victorian Cities Briggs provides us with memorable accounts of Manchester, the symbol of a new age, Leeds, the study in civic pride, Birmingham and the making of the civil gospel, Middlesbrough, the new community, Melbourne, a Victorian community overseas, and finally London, the world city.
For all of these cities Briggs traces the ways in which its inhabitants tried to grapple with the urban space and mould it, while contending with the opposing forces of economic development and social and cultural reform. But the belief in an ever-onward progress was something that the Victorians had to negotiate, when applied to their cities' development, as economic individualism and common civic purpose were difficult to reconcile, especially in the face of very rapid demographic change. In telling the stories of these cities Briggs looked for similarities but also, if not especially, for differences, as each set of inhabitants responded differently to the urban problems which they shared. He used the city to give Victorians their voice, and '[t]he facts of the city forced people to become articulate about their values and their aspirations, to speculate about riches and poverty, success and failure, "improvement" and "waste", private property and public interest, fate and social control'. 4 Again the words roll. The structuring of the urban environment was not the only aspect addressed by Briggs. At the forefront of his endeavour was to understand the changes in the cities' social structures and progress towards greater democracy as more of its inhabitants became involved in local government. In so doing, in his endeavour in Victorian Cities, Briggs opened the way to a new type of urban history, one where the city became a lens through which to observe the social, cultural, political and economic elements that make a society distinctive. He used microhistory to present us with an overarching metanarrative for the Victorian period. 5 The chapter on Birmingham in Victorian Cities was also the cornerstone of the Victoria County History, the seventh volume of the history of Warwickshire, and the separate volume on Birmingham published in 1964, and was based on the second volume of the history of Birmingham covering the period 1865-1939 published by Birmingham City Council in 1952.
